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I attended the Washington State Nurses Association (WSNA) lobby day on February 2nd from 7:30am-2:00 pm.  WSNA is the largest nurses association in Washington and is part of the American Nurses Association (ANA) of which I will probably be a member.  The meeting was held in a large auditorium in Olympia near Capital Hill.  This opening part of Lobby day included the governor’s address by Chris Gregoire, a summary of the bills WSNA wanted the lobby day attendees to support, and break-out sessions on the issues.
The event was attended by a wide variety of nurses.  About half the crowd were nurse members of WSNA.  Nearly the other half was nursing students.  But I especially noticed the large numbers of public health nurses in attendance and presenting.  Their presence was probably more apparent because the budget cuts threatened to reduce public health nurses and services in Washington.

There were five main areas that WSNA wanted to push for this legislative session. 1) Ensuring coverage for uninterrupted rest breaks. 2) Closing loopholes in mandatory overtime. 3) Ensuring funding for nursing education. 4) Ensuring funding for public health nursing. And 5) Supporting health care access for all including “Every Child by 2010”.

The issue I believe is closest to home is the uninterrupted rest breaks.  As a nurse tech at St. Joseph’s, I frequently observe my nurses missing their breaks.  In fact, I have never seen a nurse take all 3 federal mandated breaks (15, 30, 15 min.) for their shift (8 hrs). Partially this is cultural; a culture of “I can do it myself” and “I don’t need breaks.” But mostly I believe this is the fault of the hospital for not covering their breaks with a float nurse.

In childcare where I have worked before, the institution would hire a float caregiver to give all the employees breaks.  This institution recognizes that because the caregiver to child ratio must always be constant, the institution must provide a float.  Health care has not made the same realization and now WSNA is looking to force the issue by making a law to mandate coverage.  I think that ensuring the breaks will not only ensure patient safety, but also protect the nurse workforce and prevent burnout. We’re skilled professionals, not unskilled laborers and above all, humans, and we deserve to be respected as such.

Of course, while watching the public meeting on the bill, the hospital representatives whined that they can’t afford nurses to float, or that it’s the nurse’s fault for not taking their breaks. In response to the former, the cost of lawsuits and re-hire will cost the hospital much more and in response to the latter, the nurse patient ratio must remain constant.  A nurse cannot leave the floor without a float.  One can’t expect patients to not have needs, issues or meds over the course of the break period.
In the second part of nurse lobby day, the class and I took a tour of Capital Hill with Mindy Schaffner. We visited the house, senate and other important buildings on the campus. We spent the end of the day in a public hearing on several health care issues.  I sat next to Dr. Schaffner and it was helpful to test my own interpretations of what was happening and receive feedback.

I did not care for fake gestures, politeness or niceties of honoraries which I saw a hint of at the WSNA event and public hearing.  I can also tell that a politician has to be extremely flexible and tolerant of different people because of the diversity of their constituents.  I enjoyed the experience and was inspired by the passionate, hot-headed nurses.  I have always been motivated to causes of social justice and lots of policy is just that, protecting people’s rights.  It may be a future career of mine. Who knows?  






